P R O P E R 10, July 15, 2018, Year B
• It may be that I was the first American ‘paperboy’ in Japan, when I worked
for the Japanese newspaper, the Yomiuri Shimbun (see the copy of the news
clipping). At least, they seemed to describe me as that. Like many kids in the

States, then and now, with whom I had few things in common, I still shared
what may be a universal desire. I hoped to earn money to supplement my
small allowance. I wanted extra money so I could buy a guitar. We lived in a
Japanese neighborhood, and our local contacts were almost entirely
Japanese. Having grown up in Japan, and being fairly fluent in Japanese,
this led me to a job in our local economy. That’s how I became a ‘paper boy,’
delivering—as I remember it—about 40 or 50 newspapers, every afternoon.
Before delivery, I had to insert advertisement fliers in each copy. This could
make the whole bundle rather heavy. I slung them under my left arm, using
something like a Judo-belt.
• Well ~ my plan worked. I was able to buy my dream, my first electric guitar. It
was a brilliant red Japanese Gibson knock-off, which I wish I still had. [pause]
• We all receive ‘news,’ and we count on it. Even when we are frustrated or
angry about what we learn. The source of our ‘news’ may be helpful and
encouraging. But often, it’s not. Rarely are our news-providers neutral about
what they communicate. Various considerations, like politics and
commercial interests, affect the results. Yet, in my case, as a 12 year old
foreigner, I was delivering a Japanese language newspaper to
neighborhood homes that were very different from mine. In the process, I
was largely indifferent to what I delivered. And the recipients seemed
largely indifferent to me, as compared with how they probably approached
their newspaper.
• Today, I can still read a small fraction of the basic phonetic letters in
Japanese. Yet, most of what was in the national Japanese version of the
Yomiuri was, and remains, inaccessible to me today. This is an abiding
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challenge for me! And it’s why I still read the Yomiuri Shimbun in the English
online version!
• Now, I share all this because what I have observed may provide a significant
clue. It might signal a small but important part of our Gospel reading this
morning. Herod hears news. And, he hears news that alarms him. Yet, those
who communicated it, may not have known the significance of what they
had told him. The ‘news’ that Herod hears is about Jesus and his disciples.
But Herod confuses the subject of this news with John the Baptizer, whom
he had had put to death.
• Well, what is ‘news’? ~> What makes some types of ‘news’ significant, as
compared with some others? Does it make a difference, to consider the
source of the ‘news’ we receive? The current rhetorical dismissal of some
forms of the media, as ‘fake’ news, tells us something ~ that, just because
something is reported, may not mean that it is true or reliable. Also, just
because ‘news’ may be true, doesn’t mean it will be reported. And even if
true news is reported, this doesn’t mean that we will attend to it, or properly
value what it tells us. After all, the Gospel is literally good news, and meant
for the whole world and all its people. And yet, consider the extent of our
own engagement with it. Also consider how many, who are only somewhat
familiar with it, remain indifferent to its meaning, and to its power and
purpose.
• The example of the Herod we hear about today provides an interesting
case. He appeared to react strongly, but without regard for the
dependability of his news sources. And, in our day, we may be just as likely
to react to certain kinds of news without reflectively considering their source.
About Herod, based on Gospel evidence, we can infer that he was anxious
in his leadership, vulnerable to suggestion as well as to less-than-factual
information ~ and, that he was captive to fear, which only made things
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worse. Why should we note this? Because it did not work out well for him.
And when we, in similar ways, neglect reflectively to consider what we hear,
it doesn’t always work out well for us, either. Especially if we are not
attending to nuance, or ideas, or subtle distinctions and other sensitive
things that have a real bearing upon our life together.
• Here is a Gospel parallel worth noting. Two different ‘Herod’s are united by a
shared anxiety. In both cases, it had to do with news that fed their fear of
losing their thrones. The earlier Herod ordered the massacre of the
innocents, at the time of Jesus’ birth, to try and eliminate the possibility of a
rival with a more legitimate claim to the throne. The later Herod we hear
about today, foolishly allowed himself to be manipulated in a compromising
social situation. This caused the Baptizer’s death, once again because of a
tainted and therefor stressful claim to the throne. In both cases, it all has to
do with God’s Kingdom, and with those things that rise up against it.
Whether through the selfish personal will of individuals, or the blind
obstruction created by those who don’t know, and who don’t want to know.
• So, what is the real ‘news’ that we learn in our Gospel today, even if we
discern it obliquely? In asking this question, we should remember a bit of
wisdom from an ancient Chinese proverb ~ what at first may seem to be
bad news, can turn out to be good. And what at first seems like good news,
especially in a worldly sense, can turn out to be bad.
• If we learn anything about the Christian Gospel, it should be this: Jesus is
the Good News. The promise of his coming; the event of his birth; his life of
ministry; his suffering and death; and, most of all, his resurrection and
ascension to glory ~ all of this is Good News! And it is good news, not only
about him, but most of all it’s good news for us, and for everyone.
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• For sure, the kind of news we hear everyday tends to be bad news. That is
the way of our world, despite all the good wishes and hopes of wellmeaning people. Since this is so empirically true, we need to be open to
other kinds of news ~ and especially to news from other-than-human and
worldly sources. We want to be open to news that is truly life-changing, lifeaffirming, and life-transforming. This is the kind of news that neither of the
two ‘Herod’s was prepared to hear, or take on board. And yet, this is the
News that we hear every Sunday, when we gather to encounter and absorb
God’s Word. It is the news we receive when we celebrate the mystery of the
Word’s presence, concretely here in our midst, and even in our hands.
• One bit of ancient news always surprises us, but it may be a way of summing
up the whole Bible: God is up to something! And God has been up to
something for a very long time, ever since the beginning of Creation.1 And if
God has been up to something all along, we want to attend to it. Not only as
witnesses, who observe something marvelous. But as participants in a
transforming mystery. Unlike the two men named Herod, everyone can, and
everyone may respond very simply, by saying, ‘Yes!’ Yes, I accept as true,
what the Good News proposes.2 This is good news for me, and it’s good
news for you!

© Stephen Holmgren 2018 / Sermon for Proper 10 B 18, July 15 2018, 2018

!4

P R O P E R 10, July 15, 2018, Year B

Stephen Holmgren (age 12), in a Yomiuri Shiimbun story, featuring perhaps the first American
paperboy in Japan (1968?)
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Mark 6:14-29
King Herod heard of Jesus and his disciples, for Jesus’ name had become known. Some
were saying, “John the baptizer has been raised from the dead; and for this reason these
powers are at work in him.” But others said, “It is Elijah.” And others said, “It is a prophet,
like one of the prophets of old.” But when Herod heard of it, he said, “John, whom I
beheaded, has been raised.”
For Herod himself had sent men who arrested John, bound him, and put him in prison on
account of Herodias, his brother Philip’s wife, because Herod had married her. For John had
been telling Herod, “It is not lawful for you to have your brother’s wife.” And Herodias had
a grudge against him, and wanted to kill him. But she could not, for Herod feared John,
knowing that he was a righteous and holy man, and he protected him. When he heard him,
he was greatly perplexed; and yet he liked to listen to him. But an opportunity came when
Herod on his birthday gave a banquet for his courtiers and officers and for the leaders of
Galilee. When his daughter Herodias came in and danced, she pleased Herod and his guests;
and the king said to the girl, “Ask me for whatever you wish, and I will give it.” And he
solemnly swore to her, “Whatever you ask me, I will give you, even half of my kingdom.”
She went out and said to her mother, “What should I ask for?” She replied, “The head of
John the baptizer.” Immediately she rushed back to the king and requested, “I want you to
give me at once the head of John the Baptist on a platter.” The king was deeply grieved; yet
out of regard for his oaths and for the guests, he did not want to refuse her. Immediately the
king sent a soldier of the guard with orders to bring John’s head. He went and beheaded him
in the prison, brought his head on a platter, and gave it to the girl. Then the girl gave it to
her mother. When his disciples heard about it, they came and took his body, and laid it in a
tomb.

Notes:
1

This theme is strongly present in our Epistle reading, from Ephesians 1.

2

Here, I somewhat paraphrase a quote from Walker Percy.
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